
4-6 May RECOMDOC '92 Romania 

Workshop on Planning for Museum Automation 

Margaretta Sander and John Perkins taught a half-day workshop, "Planning for Museum 
Automation," at the invitati an of Eleanor Fink of the Getty Art History Infonnation Program 
and the organisers of RECOMDOC '92. 

The workshop offered tools and strategies for planning a full range of museum information 
management projects. Workshop topics included comprehending the planning process, 
understanding a system's life cycle, defining and developing "statements of requirements," 
creating the "Request for Proposals," and evaluating responses and options before imple
menting a system. These topics explained how to prepare for automation and demonstrated 
the progression from planning to implementing a project. They also illustrated the 
importance of carefully defining the project at hand and provided guidance for arriving at 
that definition. 

The instructors believe that lectures are more effective when they are combined with 
exercises. The group exercises, while teaching how projects can be approached, also enable 
participants to experience first-hand the principles being discussed. 

After a brief introduction to the workshop topics, particularly the planning process, the class 
worked on a group exercise. The 30 participants split into five groups of six people, each 
with their own table. Each table had a mix of museum staff, government staff, and systems 
planning staff as well as people of different nationalities. The workshop was conducted in 
English, but table discussions used severa! languages. 

The first exercise was designed to create a feeling of "teamwork," an essential component in 
establishing group rather than individual dynamics. Each person interviewed the person next 
to him or her about their professional experience, reasons for attending the conference/ 
workshop, and some personal information. The group appointed a speaker to whom they all 
reported their interview information. The speaker synthesised the individual information 
and presented "the table" to the whole workshop with a general summary of the group's 
backgrounds and goals for the workshop. This exercise provided practice in extracting, 
synthesising, and presenting information while also promoting a feeling of familiarity among 
participants. 

After introducing the concept of planning, the instructors asked each table to create a 
museum organisation chart taking into account the following considerations: 

1. Identification of the activities of each department in the museum 

2. Identification of how those departments use information about: 
• People 
• Objects 
• Places 

3. Demonstration of the relationships among the departments and their needs for 
information about the abject, i.e., how obtaining that infonnation often depends on the 
relationships among the departments. 
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After prompting and encouragement by the instructors, the class began to understand that it 
did not matter that they were from different museums, professions, or countries. There are 
issues that every museum has in common when they handle objects, people, and events. 
However, although each museum may deal with the same issues, often there is no clear idea 
of each department's function and relationship to other departments. They began to see the 
importance of discussing each person's (and therefore each museum department's) perception 
of their position within the museum organisation. Only after these perceptions were clarified 
could work begin on defining each department's information needs. 

Each table drew its organisational chart on a large sheet of paper. All the charts were hung 
on the wall and each table selected a spokesperson to explain their chart to the rest of the 
workshop participants. 

They all had the same assignment instructions, but each chart was unique. The resulting 
organisational structure was influenced by their discussions of how the "museum" should 
function. Each person's concems were considered and then the group reached agreement 
about the functions of and relationships among the museum departments. All of the charts 
contained the same departments: curatorial, administration, public relations, education, 
conservation. Each chart included information about the abject, the events surrounding the 
abject, the treatment of the abject, and the exhibition of the abject. 

The expertise of the group influenced how that information flowed through the museum. 
Severa! groups had primarily curatorial experience and placed the curator in the centre of the 
information distribution system. Other groups had database or administrative expertise and 
placed those concems in the primary position. It is important to note that although the charts 
displayed different organisational hierarchies, ali included the same functions somewhere on 
their charts. 

The act of writing down complex information, and diagramming how that information 
moves within the museum, enabled a group of people with very different backgrounds and 
ideas about how a museum functions to reach agreement. This mirrors what happens when 
an single institution is embarking on an automation process. lndividuals involved in the 
planning process often have very different ideas about who needs what information, and 
everyone thinks they have the same understanding of how the institution works. Only with 
discussions and diagramming can a project be truly defined and support gained for its 
implementation. This workshop illustrates why the planning process is crucial to the success 
of the project. All phases of the process contain an element of planning and must be built on 
a foundation of cooperation. Each table had to discuss the topic, reach agreement 
(cooperation), and diagram its results. As the organization chart exercise demonstrated, 
communication builds cooperation. 

The remaining time in the workshop was spent briefly reviewing how to create documents to 
support the planning process. We discussed charts for creating and maintaining schedules, 
charts for tracking informati an flow, understanding project management structure, the 
Request for Proposal document, and contract negotiations. Those in the group who had 
experience in any of these areas responded with personal accounts and advice. 

Response to the workshop and written evaluations gave it top ratings. 
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